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Nearly four years after President Violeta Chamorro took office, the bitter conflict over property
rights continues in both the cities and the countryside. After several months of relative calm,
the issue was thrust onto the national agenda once again during February and March of this
year as a wave of forced evictions swept Managua squatter settlements. In an effort to contain
snowballing protests, in late March the legislature hastily approved a bill temporarily barring judges
from issuing eviction orders. Still, the larger issues at stake in the property rights conflict remain
unresolved.
On March 24, in Managua, over 1,000 residents from urban squatter settlements held a protest
outside the offices of the National Assembly. The demonstrators, who said dozens of similar
protests were planned for the near future, demanded legislative action aimed at halting a series of
forced evictions launched by police in the capital in recent weeks. According to leaders from the
Community Movement (Movimiento Comunal Nicaraguense), during the month of March alone,
over 1,000 families from Managua squatter settlements have been violently forced from their homes
by police acting on eviction orders issued by the courts.
Movement spokespersons say another 1,194 families are in immediate danger of being evicted. The
eviction orders have been issued by judges acting on requests filed by former owners seeking to
recover their properties, which were either confiscated by the government or have been taken over
by squatters. Movement spokespersons say that up to 100,000 families nationwide, at least 500,000
people in total, currently face the threat of violent eviction from their homes or farms, since they lack
clear title to the property.
According to the protestors in Managua, security forces have used excessive violence in carrying
out the court orders. In some cases, police have used bulldozers and other heavy equipment to raze
entire settlements, comprised of makeshift shelters built with cardboard and plastic. Others criticize
the government for calling in the specially-trained riot police to carry out the evictions, which is
seen as an unnecessary provocation of the squatters. In part, the current wave of forced evictions
is the result of the long-standing conflict over property rights legislation. Prior to leaving office in
1990, the former Sandinista administration turned over thousands of rural and urban properties to
landless peasants, homeless city dwellers, and several hundred party militants. But in most cases,
the beneficiaries lack clear title to the property.
During its four years in office, the Chamorro administration has made several attempts to resolve
the thorny property rights issue. But each time, government initiatives to deal with the problem
through compromise have been undermined by the recalcitrance of the former owners, on the one
hand, and the resolve of squatters and agrarian reform beneficiaries to hold onto their properties,
on the other. If the property conflict at first had clear political overtones pitting former supporters
of the revolutionary government against anti-Sandinistas whose property had been confiscated it
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has recently become much more complex. For example, in mid-March, leaders from the Nicaraguan
Resistance Party (PRN) said several hundred former contras who demobilized in 1990, receiving
plots of farmland in exchange, have never been granted titles and now face the threat of eviction.
The PRN said it will pressure the Chamorro administration to quickly resolve the legal situation of
property held by former contra combatants in order to assure that no evictions take place.
Meanwhile, in response to growing political pressures and the fear of violent clashes resulting from
future forced evictions, during its March 28 session the National Assembly passed a temporary
eviction restraining law. In a 50 to 23 vote, legislators approved a bill which essentially blocks judges
from issuing eviction orders. Judges who ignore the law by continuing to issue such orders can be
suspended from their posts for up to three years and fined US$1,500. The law will remain in force for
the next six months.
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